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A STUDY OF THE COMMON MISTAKES IN PUPILS' 
WRITTEN ENGLISH 1 



AMELIA DIEBEL and ISABEL SEARS 
Garfield School, Cincinnati, Ohio 



Language falls naturally into two divisions — oral and written. 
One would expect the written form to be merely a reproduction of 
the oral, with practically the same set of difficulties and errors. An 
investigation has already revealed the most apparent errors made 
in the use of oral language. In order to furnish information as to 
the kind and frequency of errors made in written language, and 
whether these errors were general or confined to a, few children, an 
investigation was made of the written work of Cincinnati school 
children. The data collected have been used to determine the 
most frequent errors and what remedies may be applied to further 
the elimination of the most common ones. No attempt has been 
made to deal with spelling. 

This investigation reveals many technical errors, the tabulation 
of which in no way discloses the real value of the content of the 
pupils' compositions. Most of the papers showed continuity of 
thought and clear ideas well expressed, for which the pupils receive 
no credit in this investigation, the purpose of this study being to 
treat of these technical errors only. 

In collecting the material the same schools and classes were 
selected as were used in the collection of oral errors (see the Elemen- 
tary School Journal for September, 1916) for the following reasons: 
these schools were representative of the different districts of the 
city; and the use of the same children allowed a better comparison 
between oral and written language. The teachers from the third, 
through the eighth, grade were asked to have the pupils, some time 
during the week of October 23, write an original composition on 
"A Vacation Experience." The teachers were asked to explain the 

1 Done in the Seminar of Professor Cyrus D. Mead, College for Teachers, Uni- 
versity of Cincinnati. 
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title and to give no other instruction. The composition, amounting 
to one-fourth of a sheet of foolscap, was to be the first attempt of 
the pupil. The papers were turned over, unmarked, to those 
making the investigation. From each grade 190 were selected at 
random, making a total of 1,140 papers. Table I gives these data. 

TABLE I 
Number of Pupils Observed for Errors in Written English, October 23-27, 1916 



Schools 


Grades 


3 


4 


5 


6 


7 


8 




29 


35 


41 


35 






McKinley 


24 
27 


38 


Garfield 


47 ' 


47 


35 






57 


Vine St 








35 




28th District 




11 








Columbian 


29 




37 


32 


39 




27 


41 






15 














32 




Hyde Park 




35 


41 


35 




Clifton 


35 
r 3 

37 


21 

14 
40 












29 


Pleasant Ridge 


3° 


32 


3° 




27 






5 


3 












Total number of pupils for each grade 


190 


190 


190 


190 


190 


190 



In spite of the fact that instructions stated that no help was 
to be given, some papers were so carefully written that one was 
led to suspect an overanxiety on the part of the teachers to have 
good papers. Nevertheless the papers revealed the following per- 
centage of errors and of children making them shown in Table II. 

Table II is to be read as follows: 100 per cent, or every child in 
the third grade, made some error in composition form, 98.8 per cent 
of the fourth-grade children, 100 per cent of the fifth, etc., with an 
average of 92 . 2 per cent of all the children making errors in com- 
position form. Of all the errors made in the third grade 30 per 
cent were in composition form, 31.3 per cent in punctuation, etc., 
while of all the errors made in all the grades 30. 1 per cent were in 
composition form, 30.8 per cent in punctuation, 10.8 per cent in 
verbs, etc. 
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The item "Composition form" is intended to include the proper 
division of sentences, avoidance of too frequent repetitions of the 
same word, omission of a line between the title and the composition, 
indentation for a new paragraph, avoidance of abbreviations, etc. 



TABLE II 
Table of Percentages 



Classification of Error 



Grades 



Average 
Percent- 
age 



PERCENTAGE OP CHILDREN MAKING THE ERROR 



Composition form 

Punctuation 

Verbs 

Syntactical redundance 

Carelessness 

Prepositions 

Nouns and pronouns 

Conjunctions 

Adjectives and adverbs 

Illiteracy, colloquialisms, and 

slang 

Ambiguous expressions 

Negatives 



IOO.O 


98.8 


100.0 


97.0 


80.7 


77.0 


93° 


99.0 


100. 


88.2 


92.0 


81.0 


43-7 


45-7 


39-S 


33-i 


41 . 2 


26. s 


34-2 


37-9 


57-6 


33-7 


21.8 


18.3 


19.7 


2S-7 


3°-7 


34.1 


26.2 


20. 2 


IS •» 


22.9 


22.6 


19.6 


19.4 


19.4 


17.0 


18. 1 


18.8 


17-3 


16.0 


131 


3-9 


i°-5 


9.0 


7-6 


21.0 


8.1 


9.2 


7-i 


8.4 


10.6 


6.8 


7-4 


1.8 


6.6 


n-3 


4.0 


6.2 


4-7 


4.7 


3-6 


6.8 


3-9 


9.9 


8.3 


i-3 


°-5 


i-3 


4-4 


1 .2 


0.0 



92. 2 
92. 2 
38.3 

33-9 
26.1 
19.9 
16.7 
10. o 
8.2 

6.7 
6.2 
1-4 



PERCENTAGE OF ERROR MADE 



Composition form 

Punctuation 

Verbs 

Syntactical redundance 

Carelessness 

Prepositions 

Nouns and pronouns 

Conjunctions 

Adjectives and adverbs 

Illiteracy, colloquialisms, and 

slang 

Ambiguous expressions 

Negatives 



30.0 


28.6 


33-3 


3°- 9 


26.3 


3i-7 


313 


31-3 


29. 2 


29.6 


32-9 


30.2 


13.2 


11. 


8.7 


9.9 


12.7 


95 


10.6 


10.8 


12.4 


10. 2 


6.1 


6.8 


4.2 


4-3 


45 


4.S 


S-6 


S-2 


2.9 


4.0 


3-4 


4-4 


3-9 


S-2 


3-8 


3-7 


3-3 


4.2 


3-9 


4-3 


.6 


i-7 


i-3 


1.6 


34 


2.0 


i-9 


i-3 


1. 2 


2.8 


i-S 


i-7 


■ 4 


1.8 


i-4 


.6 


i-7 


i-3 


■S 


• 4 


.8 


.6 


i-7 


2.1 


.2 


.1 


. 1 


•7 


•3 


0.0 



30.1 

30.8 
10.8 

9-5 

4-7 
4-1 
3-9 
1.8 

i-7 

1 . 2 
1 .0 
o. 2 



In "Carelessness" is included repetition of a word, as "swimming 
in the the creek," omission of a word, as "I asked my mother if 
could go to my aunt's," etc. By "Illiteracy," "Colloquialisms," 
and " Slang " is meant such expressions as "eatings " and " scooted," 
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"being's it was hot," "it was hard going, but oh, you coming back," 
and "we beat it home," etc. 

An examination of the percentage tables reveals the fact that 
some of the errors increase from the third grade to the eighth, while 
some decrease. The ideal situation would be one in which the 
number of errors fell steadily; but this would not take into account 
the fact that as the child's mind grows he will use more complicated 
forms of expression. Take the case of conjunctions, for instance. 
Third-grade children use simple sentences almost exclusively. 
They do use the conjunction "and," but generally their language 
would be better if it were omitted; their use of "and" therefore is 
really misuse, to be classified either as syntactical redundance or 
as an error in composition form, viz., failure to divide into sentences, 
and not as an error in conjunctions. The percentage of error, there- 
fore, and of children making that error is likely to rise instead of to 
decrease. 

An examination of the mistakes in written English in general 
calls attention to the familiar fact that there is little correlation 
between the child's spoken and written language. The child, in 
fact, sets up for himself a double standard. His ordinary speech 
will not do at all when he expresses himself in writing; all the 
grammar he has learned so far he applies to his written work only ; 
and not until we succeed in making him use the correct form uncon- 
sciously can we alter his oral expression. 

Table III gives a list of the most common errors in oral language, 
together with the number of times the same error appeared in 
written work. With the exception of the third grade, the figures 
represent chiefly the same children, in so far as one finds the same 
children in a city school a year later. 

Of the thirty-seven errors listed in Table III, thirty-two occur 
more frequently in oral English than in written, three occur more 
frequently in written, and two the same number of times in each. 
The writers of this article are aware of the fact that the amount of 
English spoken spontaneously did not exactly equal that written 
on the assigned subject, but in their judgment the two amounts 
approximated each other. This similarity of amount, added to the 
fact that practically the same children were observed and the errors 
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classified and tabulated by the same persons, ought to make a 
comparison between the figures of the table possible, though not 
absolute. The fact that the same thing happened in thirty-two 
out of thirty-seven cases adds weight to the conclusion to be drawn 

TABLE III 

A Comparison of Frequency of Most Common Errors in Oral and 
Written English 



English 

haven't no for haven't any 

seen, had saw 

ain't for am not, isn't, aren't 

done for did 

got, ain't got, haven't got 

I and my brother 

ain't for haven't, hasn't 

Frank and me, for Frank and I 

you was for you were 

them for those 

learn for teach 

can for may 

my mother she 

got for receive, become, grow, is 

that there 

don't for doesn't 

it was me 

leave for let 

went for gone 

come for came 

never gave for didn't give 

by my aunt's 

drawed, throwed, knowed, etc 

broke for broken 

lay for lie 

make for prepare, get 

says for said 

all two, all both 

by us for near us 

why, and, so, at beginning or in middle of sentence 

he does it like she does 

that, which, for who 

in back of 

funny, lots, etc. for queer, many 

et for ate 

run for ran 

set for sit 



Oral 



Written 



233 
180 


13 
24 


124 


I 


"3 


5 


112 


S 


96 
89 
80 

76 


55 

1 

24 
160 


75 
7i 
60 




18 




S8 


19 


53 
38 
36 
36 


2 


1 
4 


34 


15 


32 


3 


31 

3° 
28 


7 

8 

16 


27 


21 


22 


1 


21 


9 


21 


4 


20 


4 


19 

16 



10 


IS 


65 


IS 


IS 


14 


11 


12 


10 


II 


41 


II 





II 


11 


IO 


7 



from this table, namely, that children's written English is much 
freer from error than their oral language. 

This conclusion is strengthened by a comparison of Table II 
in this article with Table IV in the article on oral errors which 
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appeared in the Elementary School Journal of September, 1 1 6 . Such 
a comparison shows that in oral speech verbs caused 50 per cent 
of the errors, double negatives 11:6 per cent, etc., while in written 
language verbs caused only 10.8 per cent of the errors and nega- 
tives o . 2 per cent. The same thing is true with the comparison 
of each item, proving apparently conclusively that children do make 
more errors in oral speech than in written. The examination of the 
papers proved that the difference in frequency of the errors in oral 
and written speech is not due to the fact that the child uses the 
expression "haven't no," for example, less often when he writes 
than when he speaks, but to the fact that when he writes he more 
frequently uses it correctly. 

The main question in the teaching of written English, as 
revealed in the papers examined, is not so much one of the use of 
language as of punctuation, composition form, and carelessness, 
these three items supplying 66 per cent of all the mistakes made. 
How can a child be taught to express himself in writing that is 
formally correct, properly punctuated, and free from carelessness ? 

It is important that grammar and composition be studied 
together so that each may serve as an aid in developing the other. 
It is composition, oral and written, more than any other subject, 
that will reveal to the teacher the errors needing correction. In 
the grammar lesson special stress should be laid on those points 
which will give the child more power in correcting his own expres- 
sion, both oral and written. In these lessons each teacher must 
aim to meet the immediate needs of her pupils. Emphasis must 
be laid on the correct forms until the child makes use of them 
unconsciously. Every written lesson should be a lesson in com- 
position. If this be done in the form of paragraphs as early as in 
the third grade, later breaking up of the habit of writing each sen- 
tence on a separate line will be eliminated. If, instead of writing 
on the board questions to be answered in writing, the teacher were 
to place there an outline of the subject, and the child be required 
to answer in paragraphs instead of fragmentary numbered sen- 
tences, composition would be better correlated with the other sub- 
jects, more drill in the technicalities furnished, and its use made 
more apparent to the child. 
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Table IV gives a complete list of the errors made, remedies for 
the most frequent of which are suggested as follows: Many of the 
items of punctuation are so complicated that the error will simply 
have to be overlooked in the lower grades. All the rules and 
reasons, however, are within the comprehension of the seventh- 
and eighth-grade children. The only difficulty to them is the 
number of things to be remembered. The question of punctuation, 
therefore, in the upper grades is one of carefulness, not of knowledge. 
Much carelessness can be eliminated by placing on the blackboard 
a list of the harder points to be remembered in punctuating a com- 
position — for example: comma after subordinate clause when it 
precedes main clause; comma before and after appositives; 
comma in a series; apostrophe in singular and plural possessive; 
etc. — and by insisting that the children read their work over care- 
fully, checking it according to the list. Skill in punctuating short 
sentences in grammar drills cannot be relied upon to transfer to 
composition work. 

The elimination of carelessness depends very largely upon the 
teacher. Any normal child will be just as careless as he is allowed 
to be, and only by setting up ideals and by eternal vigilance in 
seeing that they are attained can we free the children's papers of 
their present multiplicity of errors in composition form and punc- 
tuation. 

Composition form presents more serious difficulties. The large 
majority of mistakes here is in dividing into sentences and in 
reiteration. The recognition of the end of one sentence and the 
beginning of another appears to be a question of common sense 
almost entirely. All the items that go to make up composition 
form, if they can be taught at all, can be taught almost as well in 
the third as in the eighth grade. Skill in using the new knowledge 
of course will only be gained by practice ; but if the instruction is 
given in the third grade, surely by the time the child has reached 
the eighth the formalities of composition writing will have become 
habitual, and the child's mind will be free to devote itself to the 
best phases of expression. 

Of all the subjects in the school curriculum there is none for 
which the average child will have more direct use outside of school 
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than composition. A large percentage of children will receive no 
further instruction after leaving the eighth grade. Of the 1,140 
papers examined only 4 were without error. If every lesson were 
a lesson in composition, with constant drill on punctuation, com- 
position form, and grammatical expression, surely we might expect 
a greater degree of perfection. Even if Cincinnati school children 
were to show a smaller percentage of error than children of any 
other city, have we a right to be satisfied with so small a degree 
of perfection ? 

Of course the real value of a composition does not lie so much 
in the formalities of written work as in the strength and clarity of 
the ideas and in the beauty of expression. This article has at- 
tempted to criticize the papers examined from the standpoint of the 
smaller issue only, viz., the formalities of written work. It is the 
opinion of the writers that this is the real field of teaching written 
composition. There is a far greater need for instruction in expres- 
sion in oral than in written work. If greater perfection in expres- 
sion is developed in written work, we have no guaranty that the 
improvement will transfer to oral work, while improvement in oral 
work is bound to be reflected in the written. Let us therefore 
devote our time for improvement in forms of speech to the oral 
language of the pupils, and that item in written work will take 
care of itself. 



